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of love and appreciation of the other, but also for the
discovery of truths and values which surpass the genius
of both traditions.

Editorial

This is the hope dreamed in the name of our journal,
SHABBAT SHALOM: hope of reconciliation, hope
of SHALOM, inspired and nurtured through a
common reflection anchored in the experience of the
SHABBAT.

We Will All Die …………………… 3
Jacques Doukhan

Interviews

Rabbi Selwyn Franklin ……………… 4
Dr. Gudmundur Olafsson …………… 9

Biblical Lesson

Death ……………………………… 13

Hebrew Scriptures

The Nature of Sheol in the Torah … 15
Eriks Galenieks
Immortality of the Soul
or Resurrection? …………………… 19
Jacques Doukhan
When God is Silent ……………… 21
Adena Peters
To Live, to Die, and Then? ………… 24
Jacques Doukhan

Jewish Thought

Facing Death as a Jew …………… 31
Rabbi Eric J. Siroka

Viewpoint

Death was Not in the Plan
or the “Good” of Creation ………… 32
Jacques Doukhan

A Journal for Jewish-Christian Reconciliation
Editor

Jacques B. Doukhan

Editorial Assistant

J. Amanda McGuire

Layout & Design

Dexter Saddler

Consulting Editors

Clifford Goldstein
Reinaldo Siqueira
Amram Elofer

Copy Editor

Deborah Everhart

SHABBAT SHALOM is published three times per year by the
North American Division of the General Conference of Seventhday Adventists. Yearly subscriptions are $10.00 in the U.S.A.,
$13.50 overseas. To pay by credit card call 1-877-253-3003. Mail
check or money order to: Subscriptions, SHABBAT SHALOM,
Box 0970, Berrien Springs, MI 49104-0970. Address editorial
correspondence to: Editor, SHABBAT SHALOM, Andrews
University, Berrien Springs, MI 49104-1535. Fax: 269.471.6202;
email: sshalom@andrews.edu.
www.shabbatshalom.info
©2009 SHABBAT SHALOM. All rights reserved.
If you have received SHABBAT SHALOM without subscribing,
you will not be billed later. Someone, thinking you would like
the magazine, has sent you a gift. Enjoy!
Vol. 56, No. 1, 2009

Of Samaritans, Sadducees
and Plato ………………………… 34
David Brickner

Recent Books …………………… 35
2 SHABBAT SHALOM

death3.indd 2

6/9/09 6:49:26 PM

We Will All Die
W

e will all die. There is no second opinion about it. Death is
what unites us more than anything. Birth separates us, for we all come
in through diﬀerent homes and cultures.
But death levels the playing field. Solomon
alludes to this function of death when he
sadly recognizes that “a living dog is better
than a dead lion” (Ecclesiastes 9:4). The
reason for this reality is that when dead we
are nothing—no more than dust.
We all struggle with that tough reality. It
is a perspective that is diﬃcult to face and
diﬃcult to realize. We have thus fallen
into one of two temptations. The first
is that we do not recognize the reality of
death and imagine that death, as an end,
does not happen. We think that we do not
really die, and that after death something
of ourselves, the soul, will continue to live.
This is the discourse of many religions
and philosophies which try to comfort us
about death by saying that we “shall not
surely die” but that our soul will take oﬀ to
heaven and enjoy eternity there.

The second temptation is that we recognize
the reality of death and argue that death
is a normal process, a natural part of life.
This is the discourse of the proponents of
evolution who proclaim that death is not
only unavoidable, but it is necessary. The
Bible stands against both alternatives. On
the one hand, death is recognized as a reality. The Bible aﬃrms that there is nothing
after death. When we die, we have reached
the end. Nothing remains, not even the
spiritual dimension within us. The Bible
never speaks about the immortality of the
soul. On the other hand, death is not accepted as such; it is a sad and evil reality
that should be overcome.
The Bible dares to confront death not only
with lucidity against the false comforters
of religion, but also with hope against the
false theories of atheistic evolution. One
day, death will be overcome. Then the God
of life, the Creator Himself, will wipe away
the tears of the mourners.

Jacques B. Doukhan, D.H.L., Th.D.
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Rabbi Selwyn Franklin
This article was originally published in Shabbat Shalom Vol. 44 (2): 1997.

Rabbi Selwyn Franklin was born in South Africa
and attended a Jewish high school. He continued his
studies in Israel and America, graduating with a theology degree and a master’s degree
in philosophy.

is also a former president of the Rabbinical Council
of New South Wales and served as a member of the
judicial council Sydney Beth Dîn.

Judaism is very
life-orientated and
accentuates the
optimistic side of
human existence.

After graduating, he spent some
time in Australia in youth work,
then in South Africa in two places,
Durban and Cape Town. When
in Cape Town, Rabbi Franklin
became very much involved in the
struggle for human rights and he
founded an organization “Jews for
Justice” which was closely allied to
the United Democratic Front of the
African National Congress. About twenty years ago,
the situation became very tense in South Africa; and
because of his involvement in the struggle for human
rights, he was forced to leave the country.
Rabbi Franklin now serves as the spiritual leader of
BMH-BJ Congregation in Denver, Colorado. He

S

habbat Shalom: How does
Judaism see death?

Franklin: The concept of death
is something that Judaism relates to, but it prefers to accentuate life itself. Although dying
for one’s faith is considered to be
highly laudable, as in the concept
of martyrdom, it would be better
even to violate the Sabbath laws,
which are very serious, in order
to save a life. So I would say that to a certain extent Judaism is very life-orientated and accentuates the optimistic side of human existence.
Be that as it may, death itself is regarded as a part
of life, so an essential thing to do when death occurs is to recite what is known as the kaddish
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prayer, commemorating someone who has passed
away, not only at the graveside and in the various
religious services but throughout the year following the death of the loved one.
The mourner reads a selection of kaddish passages that embrace the idea of God prevailing over
all; and while in fact it is a very sad moment and
people feel a personal loss, nevertheless it is a recognition that
ultimately what occurs is with
God’s will. And to a religious
person, a person with faith,
could indeed be a source of
comfort at a time like this.
Shabbat Shalom: How does
that compare with the Jewish view of life? Is this life all
there is?

who came in contact with a dead person would
have to go through a spiritual renewal process, actually a form of baptism we call mikva. Christian
baptism is actually derived from the Jewish tradition of immersion in a ritual bath, and the idea
is, of course, to accentuate the importance of life
over death. Impurity, therefore, is associated with
death, and purity is associated with the idea of
life over death. After coming
in contact with a dead body, a
person couldn’t approach the
sanctuary without first going
through ritual immersion. Our
attitude could be summarized
in Psalm 23:4: “Even though I
walk through the valley of the
shadow of death, I will fear no
evil for you are with me.” That
most likely summarizes the
Jewish perspective on death.

Our attitude could be
summarized in Psalm
23:4: “Even though
I walk through the
valley of the shadow
of death, I will fear no
evil for you are with
me.” That most likely
summarizes the Jewish
perspective on death.

Franklin: We believe in life
after life. We believe that the
grave is not the end of the road
and in fact living in this world
is a preparation for what we
call the world to come, haolam
habah. How one lives one’s life
in this world isn’t in the hope
of a reward, but it is seen as a
sort of investment. If you cultivate your spiritual existence
in this world by means of living a spiritual life, you will have a substantial spiritual existence beyond the grave. That is the Jewish
point of view.

Shabbat Shalom: So death is just an acceptable
part of life?
Franklin: What is interesting is that the Talmud,
a work which portrays the entire gamut of Jewish existence, states that a person should in fact
bless the Lord, bless God for both good and bad
things, recognizing that things which we perceive
to be bad are actually a part of the ultimate plan, a
recognition that God runs the show. It allows one
to accept death much easier.
It is interesting that in the temple of old which
serves as a spiritual model for today, any person

Shabbat Shalom: So are you
saying that death is like a gate
to a better existence for human beings and that we will
continue at some other level
after we have passed that?

Franklin: I am not sure, because none of us have ever
been there and come back. I
am not sure about the existence beyond the grave. What
we do assert is that there is some existence beyond
the grave, but Judaism doesn’t encourage a quest
for spirits and those who are passed away because
the Bible proscribes it. It says that you may not
search for the dead. However, there are recorded instances in our religious writings, as well as
in other writings, of some kind of contact with
the spiritual world, with people who have passed
away. These contacts could be by people hallucinating; but on the other hand, there are those who
think it is very, very real.
So, we assert that there is life after life, but to say
that it is a reward for living in this world would be
a negation of this world. This is not Jewish. Judaism says that the purpose of living is ultimately to
make the world in which we live a better place.
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If as a consequence we develop our spiritual selves,
then we’ll have a spiritual existence at a deeper
level once we leave this world. That in no way describes the nature of the world to come because
we are not sure.
Shabbat Shalom: So you hold a very existential
view when it comes to life?
Franklin: Absolutely!
Shabbat Shalom: In reading Jewish literature
and the Hebrew Bible, one comes across the
idea of the resurrection of the dead. Does Judaism believe in the resurrection?
Franklin: Resurrection is one of our articles of
faith, one of the things we believe in, but once
again it is diﬃcult to define. It certainly means
something other than life after life. So when we
pass away, it’s not that we die and then we come
alive again in a physical form but that the spirit, the
soul, continues beyond the grave. I sometimes use
the analogy of a balloon filled with air. Once the
air is dissipated the balloon becomes lifeless while
the air continues in a very amorphous form.

tianity that Descartes refers to. Rather the body
and soul are seen together in concert, the body being the way in which the soul activates itself for a
positive life. For example, sexuality from a certain
Christian perspective is regarded as an evil of the
ﬂesh. Judaism regards sexuality as being of a productive nature, a spiritual means of developing the
human being in concert with his or her spouse.
On the other hand, there is certainly a belief that
the body will go through a demise at death while
the spirit continues beyond the grave.
Shabbat Shalom: What do you do as a Rabbi
when someone in your congregation dies? What
are some of the rituals that surround death?

Resurrection from a religious Jewish perspective
really means that there is a time in the future when
humans who have died will once again come alive
in a physical form. There is the belief that such
an event will occur in Messianic times, when the
Messiah finally arrives to perfect the world. It is
believed that at a certain point in time there will
be a physical resurrection. Maimonides, one of
our greatest thinkers, deals with the notion of resurrection, but he doesn’t go into detail. We believe that resurrection will happen. It is evident
from chapters 37 and 38 of Ezekiel that mention
the dry bones. We believe in the resurrection, and
we take it literally to a certain extent, but we don’t
know what it really will be like until the moment
comes. We certainly believe in the possibility.

Franklin: If I am present at the moment of death,
I try to comfort the immediate family and others
present. My qualification in psychology enables
me to use psychological techniques to help people
overcome their grief as well as the spiritual guidance that I may give them. There is a ritual of
opening the windows to symbolically allow the
soul to depart from the body. I would contact almost immediately the Jewish burial society called
the chevra kaddisha, and they would send a hearse
with two of the staﬀ to remove the body to the
chevra kaddisha, at the chapel where the burial will
take place. Prior to the funeral service, the body
is cleaned and prepared by ritual washing, with
certain measures of water being poured over it.
Then the body is dressed in white linen garments
without pockets and placed in a simple coﬃn. In
addition to the person being buried in these white
shrouds, there is also the prayer shawl the person
may have used during prayer services. The shawl
is used to drape the body and then the coﬃn is
sealed. A unique feature of Jewish funerals is that
there is no ornate coﬃn. It is a simple wooden box
usually of pine. In Sydney, it is painted black; in
South Africa, it is left just plain; and in Israel, they
don’t even bury people in coﬃns. They just lower
the body into the grave on a covered stretcher.

Shabbat Shalom: Are you somehow dividing a
body and soul into two separate entities?

Shabbat Shalom: Tell us a little about the funeral
service.

Franklin: Judaism doesn’t really try to separate the
body and the soul in the sense that the body is regarded as a negative thing and the soul as positive,
like you find in the Cartesian problem in Chris-

Franklin: There is a special requirement to try
to have the funeral as soon as possible after the
death, even on the same day. It is generally very
diﬃcult to arrange it so soon, so it is scheduled for
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the very first opportunity after immediate family arrive from overseas. The service itself is held
in the chapel and consists of some psalms and
words about the deceased. Before the service
commences, there is an act of grief which is positively expressed through cutting of garments called krim.
It is done on the left-hand
side, the side nearest the heart,
for parents, and on the other
side for near family: husband,
wife, sister, brother, child. After the service, people go to the
burial ground where the burial
takes place.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you practice cremation?
Franklin: Orthodox Judaism, which I subscribe to, does
not allow cremation. With reformed Judaism, cremation is
allowed although the practice
has become more and more discouraged. Burial in the ground
is a traditional way for Jewish
people to be buried.

lit, and a person comes to the synagogue to say the
kaddish prayer in which God’s hand in the process
is recognized. That is the basic procedure.
Shabbat Shalom: What impresses me most is the
mourning period, because
from a psychological perspective, it is a very healthy
way to deal with grief. Jewish people are free to express
themselves, not as in western
society where those kinds of
things are just swept under
the carpet.

Resurrection from
a religious Jewish
perspective really
means that there is
a time in the future
when humans who
have died will once
again come alive in a
physical form.

Shabbat Shalom: Do the rites of mourning conclude when the funeral services do?
Franklin: The family returns home from the
graveyard and commences a mourning process of
seven days, during which they sit on a very low
stool. They take oﬀ their leather shoes and wear
their slippers; they don’t shave or groom themselves. They are protected from worry about how
they look.
People come to the house during that time and
commiserate with the family and comfort them.
After seven days, the mourners “come back to life”
and return to work, taking up their normal duties
again. They still mourn for any of seven close relatives, but for father or mother mourning would
continue for an entire year. That means for the
year they don’t go to any public entertainment,
movies, plays, concerts, or the like. Each year on
the anniversary of the death, the day is used to
commemorate the deceased. A 24-hour candle is

Franklin: Well, studies have
been done by Elizabeth
Kübler-Ross and others who
are well known for thanatology (dealing with death and the
psychological ramifications of
grief ), and certainly the idea
of stopping the world for a
week and not going out of the
house channels the emotions.
So it gives people who overreact an avenue, and people who
are unable to express themselves are also given an
avenue to grieve.
The mourning process is related to two words,
respect and realism: respect for death because
life just doesn’t carry on; somebody close has
just passed away and that reality gives a person a
greater capacity to deal with the issue.
During the week of sheva, as we call the seven days
of mourning, family and friends all come to the
house. An interesting Jewish custom is that when
you come to visit people who are in mourning, it
is not appropriate to start talking to them. You
should sit down; and if they talk to you, you respond. At that stage of grief, people don’t want
to talk. It shows some sort of sensitivity towards
the situation. What is also interesting, when they
all return from the cemetery after the funeral, it
is customary for the friends to bring food at least
for the first meal. Food is a form of consolation,
and it is not considered good for the bereaved to
go back and prepare their first own meal. So, it is
called a meal of consolation, seudath adara. AnSHABBAT SHALOM 7
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other interesting custom is that some people use
bagels, round rolls that show that life goes on.
Some other people bring hard-boiled eggs to refer
to fertility.
Shabbat Shalom: Finally, an eschatological
question: Does Judaism believe that there will
be a time when death will be no more?
Franklin: This is again a discussion point by our

greatest teacher. That death would be abolished
forever is referred to in biblical writings, so some people
feel that there will be a time
when death will be abolished. The overwhelming
opinion though is that there
might be some resurrection
as sources indicate, but that
those resurrected will be alive only for some time
and then die again in a normal fashion. We believe that eternal life won’t be in this world in a
physical sense, but in the spiritual world, where it
will continue as a spiritual existence. So that tries
to answer the question.

Shabbat Shalom: So, there is a paradise?
Franklin: Absolutely! There is a paradise. Eternal life itself is a paradise. As for physical existence, we are not sure. Certainly it is not a paradise in the sense of what you see in the movies,
or in medieval art. There isn’t such a concept of
paradise. The word garneia used for paradise is
something which is very diﬃcult to define. We
simply say “spiritual existence beyond the grave.”
There is spiritual existence beyond the grave;
but what that is exactly, we
don’t know. Everybody will
have some sort of spiritual
existence beyond the grave;
but the more you develop
your spirituality, the more
substantial that existence
beyond the grave will be.

The mourning process
is related to two words:
respect and realism.

Shabbat Shalom: We have thoroughly enjoyed
your profound and meaningful discussion.
Thank you for your time and effort, Rabbi
Franklin.
This interview was conducted by Petri Matasjarvi.



The Long Sleep

The daughters of Rab Hisda said to him: “Father, why do
you not lie down for a nap?” He replied: “Soon, very soon,
the days will come when I shall have my long slumber. Now
I ought to increase my knowledge of Torah.” Erubin, 64
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Dr. Gudmundur Olafsson
This article was originally published in Shabbat Shalom Vol. 44 (2): 1997.

A native of Iceland, Dr. Olafsson taught in Iceland
for twenty years in a secondary boarding school, with
the last three years as principal.
Dr. Olafsson taught Old Testament and biblical languages at
Newbold College, England. His
Ph.D. dissertation in Old Testament Studies dealt with the
concept of forgiveness in the Old
Testament.
Dr. Olafsson and his wife Lea
have retired, and they are currently living in California.

S

habbat Shalom: What is
death for you?

Olafsson: I see death as a total cessation of life and personal experience. It needs to
be viewed in the context of the
nature of man. Man is not a
composite being—body, soul,

and spirit—as many believe, but rather a whole
being viewed from diﬀerent perspectives. None of
the “components” of man has an
independent existence. In the
story of Creation in Genesis 2,
we read that “God made man
from the dust of the ground,
then He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and thus
man became a living being”
(v. 7). Death is the reversal
of this process, as we read in
James: “body without a spirit
is dead” (2:26). The Bible tells
us that as the dust goes back to
dust and the spirit goes back
to God who gave it, the soul
ceases to exist.

That marks the end of
the existence of man.
It is like the electrical
light: as long as the
electrical current runs
through the bulb we
have light, but when
the current is turned
off, light ceases to exist.

That marks the end of the existence of man. It is like the
electrical light: as long as the
electrical current runs through
the bulb we have light, but
SHABBAT SHALOM 9

death3.indd 9

6/9/09 6:50:37 PM

when the current is turned oﬀ, light ceases to exist. Death is not a part of human existence nor a
natural part of life. It is an intrusion on life; it is an
enemy, the result of a separation from the Source
of life.

choosing to do so, he severed the life connection.
Death was not a part of God’s creation. It was an
intruder, a reversal of creation. It was not a punishment, per se, but rather a direct consequence
of man’s choice.

Shabbat Shalom: What do you think death is in
Christian tradition?

When man dies, it means the whole person dies.
It marks the end of the total experience of man;
body, soul, and spirit cease to exist. At the moment of death, “dust returns to dust . . . and the
spirit returns to God” (Ecclesiastes 12:7), and he
has no longer any share in what goes on under
the sun (Ecclesiastes 9:6), because “in that very
day his thoughts perish” (Psalm 146:4). Neither
does he praise the Lord anymore, because he is
not in heaven (see Acts 2:34), but he has “gone
down into silence” (Psalm 115:17), from where
he is unaware of the success or failures of his descendants ( Job 14:21). But
there is hope, the hope of a resurrection, as the psalmist says:
“As for me, I shall behold Thy
face in righteousness; I will be
satisfied with beholding Thy
likeness when I awake” (Psalm
17:15).

Olafsson: Through the centuries, Christianity has
been divided on this issue. The majority of the
Christian church has traditionally based its view
of death on dualistic ideas drawn from Greek philosophy according to which human beings consist
of two entities or components: a material, physical
body which is mortal, and a soul or a spirit which
is immaterial and immortal. The soul has or carries the true personal identity. It comes from God
and is therefore eternal. During the earthly existence of
man, the eternal soul is imprisoned within the material body.
At death, the body returns to
the dust where it came from,
but the soul escapes the bodily
prison and is set free to continue its existence in another
realm. The spirit of those who
have been “good” enters into the
everlasting bliss in the presence
of their heavenly Father, but the
spirit of those who have been
“bad” is condemned to an eternal existence of punishment in
a fiery hell. Death is thus seen
by the majority of Christian churches to be just a
natural part of human existence, a transition from
one form of life to another.

Death is not a part of
human existence nor
a natural part of life.
It is an intrusion on
life; it is an enemy, the
result of a separation
from the Source of life.

Shabbat Shalom: What does the Bible teach
about death?
Olafsson: As mentioned above, the Bible presents
a holistic picture of man; man is not composed
of separate, independent entities. Rather, he has
diﬀerent aspects, none of which exists in isolation.
Man is a unity. God created man with the possibility of living forever. This was not an inherent
ability, but conditioned by man’s living in harmony with the principles laid down by Him who is
the source of all life. When man “sinned” by not

The Bible speaks of two deaths:
the former is a temporary cessation of life, a consequence of
man’s life in a sinful environment; at the end of a life span
of 70-80 plus years man dies.
This death is often referred
to as “sleep” in the Bible. Like
sleep, it is not permanent, and it implies a time of
awakening. It can also be a blessing in disguise. It
is a relief to the suﬀerer, and it prevents man from
having to endure life in an environment of everincreasing wickedness while he waits for the fulfillment of God’s promises of rewards at the end
of the age (Revelation 22:12). The latter, or second death, is the permanent termination of life at
the time of the ultimate eradication of evil from
the universe (Revelation 20:14, 15). At that time,
death will also be permanently eliminated from
human experience (Revelation 21:4). Thielicke
has pointed out:
Wherever God is, there is life. Where God
is not, there is death (Psalm. 104:29-30; Job
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34:15)… Whoever does not have this contact with the breath of God, whoever lives
in protest against him or in internal detachment from him, is already dead regardless
of how much vitality he might have externally (Ephesians 2:5; Romans 5:21; 7:10;
1 John 3:14-15). His life is disconnected
from its actual source of power, though still
rolling along “in neutral” according to the
law of inertia.*
Shabbat Shalom: Are you afraid of death?
Olafsson: All human beings have an inborn fear
of death. In spite of diﬃculties in our lives, we
cling to life. As a human being, I fear death, because it is an enemy; but it is a conquered enemy.
“Death has been swallowed up in victory,” “victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” according
to Paul (1 Corinthians 15:54, 57). Therefore, as
a Christian, I know death need not be the final
end of my existence. The Bible assures me that
the temporary cessation of life is just a sleep, a
period of timeless nonexistence for those who
wait for the fulfillment of
God’s glorious promises
“in the morning.”
Shabbat Shalom: Is there a
life after death?

deathbed, but at the glorious second coming of
our Lord, Jesus Christ.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you interpret or understand the state of death?
Olafsson: As I have already stated, death is a total
cessation of existence, including all its activities. It
is a state of a nonexistence.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you believe in immortality?
Olafsson: Again, I think I would have to answer
this question with a “yes” and a “no.” If immortality is seen as the ability of some component of
the human being to exist independently, unfettered by time or space, the answer is “no.” But as
I mentioned earlier, God created man with the
possibility of living forever. But that life is not an
independent existence; it is dependent on a constant relationship with the source of life, which is
God. So, I would qualify my answer by saying
that I do believe in conditional immortality, immortality which God will ultimately give to those
who choose to remain in
fellowship with Him.

Like sleep, it is not
permanent, and it implies
a time of awakening.

Olafsson: Yes and no. As
I mentioned earlier, many Christians view death
as just a transition from one state of existence
to another. So for them, the individual continues to exist in another sphere following the brief
transition at the moment of death. According to
the Bible, however, that view is wrong. It points
out clearly that in death the soul perishes, man
does not know anything, man ceases to exist.
But the Bible also speaks about life after death,
life which relates to the present in the same way
as tomorrow relates to today, interrupted by tonight’s sleep. At that time our corruptible bodies
will be raised incorruptible… the mortal will put
on immortality (1 Corinthians 15:51-53). This
is neither automatic nor inherent, but dependent
on God’s restorative powers. Since death is the
cessation of life, life after death calls for a full
restoration from nothing, a new creation, as it
were. It is not something that takes place at the

Shabbat Shalom: What
about resurrection?

Olafsson: Resurrection is
not just resuscitation. It
calls for a new creation, following a period of nonexistence, death. Thus it is a resumption of life
rather than a continuation. Some people have difficulty seeing resurrection as a reality because they
feel that it is dependent on the existence of a body
or a noninterruption of mental activities. But
science tells us that physically we are constantly
changing; and in about a seven-year cycle, all of
the cells of the body have been replaced. What
I am today, physically, is completely diﬀerent
from “me” ten years ago, but I am still me. What
about our thoughts? Some say that eternal life
calls for an immortal soul in order to keep mental
life uninterrupted. But, we may have particular
thoughts in mind when we fall asleep at night and
then we sleep a number of hours. When we wake
up, we may continue with the same thoughts we
had when we fell asleep, unaware whether we slept
for a few minutes, several hours, or a whole day.
SHABBAT SHALOM 11
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Some are even unconscious for weeks or months.
When they wake up, they may still continue the
thought process they had when they fell asleep.
So, a future restored life is not dependent on the
permanent existence of a body or the survival of a
soul or a spirit.
In the resurrection, God will recreate the human
being. The personal identity is preserved, but the
person is no longer encumbered with sin and disease and is unaﬀected by the interval of nonexistence that he or she may have experienced. The
resurrection forms the conclusion of God’s plan
of salvation, and its certainty is guaranteed by
Christ’s resurrection. It involves a complete physical transformation which makes possible the full
development of the human potential man is endowed with. It is not just an individual experience
but a collective one, in which all those who died in
the Lord will be resurrected at the same time (1
Thessalonians 4:16, 17). Resurrection is, therefore, not just a natural continuation of life but a
new start, a new creation at the end of the ages.
Shabbat Shalom: Is this concept consistent with
what Christians have always believed or has it
undergone changes through time?
Olafsson: As I mentioned above, many traditional
Christian churches have departed from this biblical view of death and have mixed it with Greek
philosophy which teaches the immortality of the
soul and sees death as just a transition from one
existence to another. There has been a change in
the Christian church, in general. But there are still
Christian churches which hold on to the biblical
view that death is a temporary and/or a complete
cessation of all life and resurrection is a new beginning.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you relate to death
and what specific doctrines do you have that
will help you to accept death?
Olafsson: Death is an enemy, and personally I feel
that I can never fully come to terms with death,
even though I can see that, at times, death can
be a relief for individuals who have been suﬀering. But, it still creates a loss. What helps me to
accept death is the fact that I know it is a conquered enemy. Christ, by his death and resurrec-

tion, conquered this last great enemy of humanity. Through my acceptance of Christ, I can have
a part in that victory and share in the hope of a
future life when “the dead will be raised imperishable” and “we shall bear the image of the man of
heaven” (1 Corinthians 15:49) in a place where
God Himself will be with His people and “will
wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former
things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4).
Shabbat Shalom: How does your church provide
help to those who have lost a family member?
Olafsson: The church tries to show itself as a caring community, providing support for those who
have suﬀered a loss. This is, however, done more
on an individual basis than as a part of the church
activity. This help can be on two levels; one is the
immediate aspect of helping those who have suffered loss by being friends; the other looks more
to the future by assuring the individuals of God’s
loving care for those who suﬀer. He has conquered death, so those who accept God’s provisions can look forward to meeting with their loved
ones when they “wake up in the morning.”
Shabbat Shalom: Do you provide any extra help
like group seminars or group support?
Olafsson: Many local churches provide a grief-recovery program where specially trained individuals
help individuals cope with the process of grieving.
It is a process that everybody goes through, but it
may aﬀect them in various ways. The more you
know about this process the easier it is to cope. I
think the best thing that we as individuals can do
is to show our friendship and be close to and helpful to the one who is suﬀering grief or loss. That
was Christ’s method. That is what He wants us as
His children to do to for each other.
This interview was conducted by Richard Elofer.
Helmut Thielicke, Death and Life, trans. Edward H.
Schroeder (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), pp.
106-107.

*

12 SHABBAT SHALOM

death3.indd 12

6/9/09 6:50:55 PM

Death
1. Why does man die?
But you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely
die.* (Gen 2:17; cf. Ezekiel 18:30; Job 24:19; Jeremiah 31:30)
“There is no death without sin.” (Shabbat 55a)
“Those who are born will of necessity die... for
perforce were you created, perforce were you
born, perforce do you live, perforce will you die.”
(Avot 4:22)
2. What happens when man dies?
When their spirit departs, they return to the ground;
on that very day their plans come to nothing. (Psalm
146:4; cf. Ecclesiastes 3:19-21; 12:7)
“Man enters the world with closed hands, as if
to say, ‘The world is mine.’ He leaves it with open
hands, as if to say, ‘I take nothing with me.’” (Kohelet Rabbah 5, 14)
3. How is the state of the dead described in the
Bible?
Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will
awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and
everlasting contempt. (Daniel 12:2; cf. Ecclesiastes
3:20; 9:10; Job 10:20-22)
4. Do the dead know or remember anything of
what they left behind them?
If his sons are honored, he does not know it; if they
are brought low, he does not see it. ( Job 14:21)

5. Do the dead know anything? Do they take
part in what happens among the living?
For the living know that they will die, but the dead
know nothing; they have no further reward, and
even the memory of them is forgotten. Their love,
their hate and their jealousy have long since vanished; never again will they have a part in anything
that happens under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 9:5, 6)
6. Do the dead praise or worship God?
No one remembers you when he is dead. Who praises
you from the grave? (Psalm 6:5; cf. Psalm 115:17)
“The dead have lost the opportunity of obeying
the Divine commandments.” (Shabbat 30a)
7. Where does the idea of the immortality of
the soul come from?
“The Jewish belief in the immortality of the soul
was actually borrowed from Greek thought, especially from Plato, its principle representative.”
(“Immortality of the Soul,” Jewish Encyclopedia)
8. Who is the only one to naturally possess immortality?
See now that I myself am He! There is no god besides me. I put to death and I bring to life, I have
wounded and I will heal, and no one can deliver out
of my hand. I lift my hand to heaven and declare: As
surely as I live forever… (Deuteronomy 32:39-40;
cf. Psalm 90:2; 1 Timothy 6:15, 16)
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9. Can we then consult the dead?
When men tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who whisper and mutter, should not a people inquire of their God? Why consult the dead on behalf
of the living? To the law and to the testimony! If they
do not speak according to this word, they have no
light of dawn. (Isaiah 8:19, 20; cf. Deuteronomy
18:10-12)
10. What is the only biblical solution to death?
Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will
awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and
everlasting contempt. (Daniel 12:2)
So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The
body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable. (1 Corinthians 15:42)
“‘I slay and I will make alive; I have wounded
and I will heal’ (Deuteronomy 32:39). From this
verse we may learn the doctrine of resurrection.”
(Pesahim 68)

They marched across the breadth of the earth and
surrounded the camp of God’s people, the city he
loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured
them. (Revelation 20:9)
13. Will the wicked burn “eternally” in the Gehinnom (hell)?
That though the wicked spring up like grass and
all evildoers flourish, they will be forever destroyed.
(Psalm 92:7; cf. Jeremiah 7:32-33)
“Everlasting punishment” does not mean everlasting punishing; it is the definitive eﬀect that
is “everlasting.” (see 1 Samuel 1:22; Isaiah 34:10;
Jude 7)
“There will be no Gehinnom in future times.”
(Rosh Ha-Shanah 17a; Ned. 8b)

Amidah: “You, Lord, will raise the dead, You are
powerful enough to save.”

14. What biblical examples attest to the historical reality of resurrection?
Elisha turned away and walked back and forth in
the room and then got on the bed and stretched out
upon him once more. The boy sneezed seven times
and opened his eyes. (2 Kings 4:35)

The Kaddish: “May God’s great name be exalted
and sanctified in the world which will be renewed, and where God will revive the dead and
raise them to eternal life.”

The dead man came out, his hands and feet wrapped
with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. Jesus
said to them, “Take off the grave clothes and let him
go.” ( John 11:44)

11. How will resurrection happen?
And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh
I will see God. ( Job 19:26; cf. Ezekiel 37:6-10; 1
Corinthians 15:35-38, 42-44)

15. What will ultimately happen to death?
He will swallow up death forever. The Sovereign
L will wipe away the tears from all faces; he will
remove the disgrace of his people from all the earth.
The L has spoken. (Isaiah 25:8; cf. Hosea
13:14)

“On ‘Let men sprout up in towns like country grass
...’ (Psalm 72:16 literal translation) R. Hiyya ben
Joseph stated: ‘The just in the time to come will
rise ... [This is deduced] ... from a grain of wheat.
If a grain of wheat that is buried soon sprouts up
... how much more so the righteous must who are
buried.’” (Ketubot 111b)
12. What will happen to evil and its supporters?
“Surely the day is coming; it will burn like a furnace.
All the arrogant and every evildoer will be stubble,
and that day that is coming will set them on fire,”
says the L Almighty. “Not a root or a branch
will be left to them.” (Malachi 4:1)

Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of
fire. The lake of fire is the second death. (Revelation
20:14)
“Then came the Blessed Holy One and slaughtered the Angel of Death, that slew the slaughterer, that slaughtered the ox.” (Passover Haggada)
All biblical quotations are taken from the New
International Version (NIV).

*
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The Nature of
Sheol in the Torah*
By Eriks Galenieks
Nature of Sheol
n order to grasp the nature of Sheol and its
significance in the Torah, it is necessary to ask
the question, “What is the nature of Sheol?”

I

Sheol is located in the earth and is equivalent to
the grave. In contrast to the dead, the living on
this earth mourn for the dead in Sheol (Genesis 37:35); they sorrow
(Genesis 42:38), fear, and
experience shock (Numbers 16:34).

buried next to him than to live. Sheol is never
linked with life or the living. Occasionally in the
Hebrew Bible it may be personified and depicted
as acting and its dead speaking, as sometimes lifeless things are impersonated, especially ground/
earth, trees, etc.2 However, in the Torah, Sheol is
exclusively connected with the dead.3

Sheol is located in the
earth and is equivalent
to the grave.

Concerning the nature of
Sheol, it stands for the
present state of death or the state of the dead,
of which the grave is tangible physical evidence.1
Jacob believed that his son was dead. Thus, being overwhelmed by intense, heartbreaking grief,
Jacob expressed the desire to “go down” to his
son, which implies that the sorrow would cause
his death and that he would rather die and be

Some of the most essential
characteristics of Sheol are
its association with the pit,
ground, earth, and dust
which allude to the grave,
total dissolution of body,
and total termination of any kind of existence.
The nature of Sheol in the Torah is not, as many
scholars assert, exclusively the abode of the wicked.4 On the contrary, both the righteous like Jacob (Genesis 37:35) and the wicked like Korah,
Dathan, and Abiram (Numbers 16:30-33) go
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there; therefore, it is better to understand Sheol
as referring primarily to the grave. In brief, Sheol
as established in the Torah is the place where all
the dead are gathered without distinction: both
the righteous and the wicked, the young and the
old (Qoh 9:2-7, 10). Furthermore, when a patriarch died he was “gathered unto his fathers” (e.g.,
Genesis 15:8, 17; 35:29; 49:29); to put it diﬀerently, he was buried as his fathers were buried,
without any allusion to the continued existence of
their souls.
Sheol in the Torah has nothing to do with the
theologically questionable designations and theories of a mysterious “underworld,”“place of departed spirits,” or “the abode of the dead.” Scholars too
often presuppose the terms or expressions from
the very outset and then build a corresponding
case. For instance, the English word “abode” is a
technical term applicable only to the living which
has nothing to do with the dead.5 Similarly, the
words “underworld” and “netherworld” have been
presented as the place of some kind of existence,
which contradicts their basic meanings.6 None of
them exist in the Hebrew Scripture as such. Consequently, the nature of Sheol in the Torah, in its
narrow or broader contexts, does not support the
teaching that the body goes to the grave and the
soul goes to Sheol or heaven.
Finally, the Torah alludes to the nature of Sheol as
unprotected and vulnerable. For instance, in Deuteronomy 32:22 Moses describes the Lord's anger
which “burns to the depth of Sheol,” thus demonstrating the Lord's superiority over the deepest
grave and at the same time exposing the weakness of its nature. As a mortal being has only one
option to live between birth and death, so Sheol
has its starting point and its end. However, in the
Torah there are no explicit references concerning
destruction of Sheol/grave or how long it will
preserve its nature and dominion over the dead.
Function of Sheol
The function of the term Sheol springs directly
out of its nature and character. One of its functions is termination of humanity’s agonizing grief
and suﬀering. For Jacob, the loss of his beloved
son Joseph was real and therefore his grief was
genuine (Genesis 37:35). “Going down” to Sheol
would put an end to Jacob’s suﬀering. The same

actual anguish for Joseph and projected heartache for Benjamin are emphasized in Genesis
42:38, and the same motif is reiterated in Genesis
44:29-34 by Judah.
Sheol also functions as the tool of punishment.7
In Numbers 16:25-35 the following pattern can
be found: (1) accusation, (2) proclamation of
judgment, and (3) execution of judgment, which
is followed by public reaction. The unit not only
describes the rebellion of Korah and his followers but also presents a prototype of the suddenness, totality, and finality of their destruction. In
vv. 30-33 various interchangeable elements of
personification are used, such as ground/earth,
which “opens its mouth,” “swallows them up,” and
then “covers them up.” These concise phrases point
to the specific aspects of the function of Sheol in
times of the Lord's active intervention and judgments, that is, their burial alive in the grave.
The function of Sheol is limited. In highly graphic
language Moses describes the universality of the
Lord's burning anger against His disloyal people,
so that even the deepest Sheol is powerless to
stand against the Lord's might and protect her
dead ones (Deuteronomy 32:22).
The term Sheol is employed to emphasize the
contrast existing between the state of “the dead
and the living.”8 Not even once is Sheol associated
with the living, other than by contrast. Moreover,
when Moses calls “heaven and earth as witnesses”
to testify on behalf of the Lord, he never mentions Sheol or “the realm of the dead.”9
Another function of Sheol calls attention to its
antithetical aspect which characterizes it as cosmologically opposite of heaven.10 The formulaic
expression “the lowest part of Sheol” (Deuteronomy 32:22) forms the strongest contrast to heaven.
However, it is impossible to make any definite
observation from the expression as to some existing subterranean region or underworld where the
departed souls continue their miserable existence.
Finally, its theological and historical dimensions
illustrate that Sheol functions only temporarily.
It will suﬃce to say that Sheol started to operate when, through the disobedience of two individuals, sin claimed dominion over the whole
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human family. From that moment on, death and
Sheol have exercised their power over all the living (Genesis 3). However, the key to Sheol’s total
destruction is found in the restoration promises
of Scripture.11
Purpose of Sheol
The purpose of Sheol is connected to its nature
and function. In order to discover it in the Torah, the last section of this article focuses on the
question, “Why is the term Sheol used by the
author?”
One of the main intentions of the use of the term
Sheol is to remind us that by nature humanity is
mortal, and that is true in regard to all human beings. It is obvious that the author’s intent was not
to provide a detailed description of the nature,
function, and purpose of Sheol/grave in the Torah.
However, the usage of highly figurative language
and imagery in the case of the death of Korah and
the others in Numbers 16 clearly indicates that
after death, while being in Sheol, a person has no
second opportunity to change one’s destiny.
Death, both of the righteous and the wicked, is
followed by the grave, Sheol. However, the author goes a little further and alludes to the logical
conclusion of this observation. If death is the end,
then the grave puts down and brings to rest some
of the most violent actions against God by human
beings (Numbers 16). The striking and refreshing
eﬀect of this aspect in the emotion-filled report
of the death of Korah and all those who dare to
stand against God finds its renewed authority in
the number of parallel references.
Sheol is the great leveler. It does not matter who
was there—Jacob, Joseph, Korah with all his followers, all those who once lived righteously or led a
life of rebellion by murmuring against Moses and
God, those who strove for dominance in life—all
went down to Sheol.
Its purpose is to point out that the place of the
dead, Sheol (grave, pit), is the opposite of the land
of the living in which alone the Divine presence
can be experienced and its redemptive and lifegiving opportunities are found. It means that if
one cannot live beyond the grave, the significance
of human life as such must be explored for its true
and lasting meaning.

Another important aspect of its purpose is to
point out that God is the One who indicts and
judges. He is able to remove the people who are
too wise in their own eyes. It is clear that this is
the Lord's great reckoning with all who, “in the
land of the living,” declare themselves to be “god”
and scorn “the Rock of salvation.”12 Against this
background God addresses the display of the disobedience of the people of Israel, which in their
days dared to defy the Lord's sovereignty (Deuteronomy 32). The indictment and judgment by
God echo with the dreadful inevitability of the
unavoidable destruction that makes up the covenant curses (Deuteronomy 32:22-24).
The judgment pronounced over the living always leaves open the option of discerning evil
and turning away from it. Therefore, the author’s
description of the death of Korah and his group
contains a somber note of warning. “These are the
same Dathan and Abiram, chosen from the congregation, who rebelled against Moses and Aaron
in the company of Korah, when they contended
against the LORD; and the earth opened its mouth
and swallowed them up along with Korah, when
that company died, when the fire devoured two
hundred and fifty men (‘and they became a warning sign’)”.13 The meaning of the word “sign” is that
of conspicuousness, in order to attract attention
and constitute a warning. At the same time God
in His judgment bestows saving terror on those
who see it, in the hope that they will awake and
start to fear Him and return to Him.
The reference to Sheol often serves as the aﬃrmation of the Lord's sovereignty as is seen from
the descent of Korah and his followers to Sheol.
The description of how “God creates a creation…”
(Numbers 16:30-33) emphasizes the degree and
extent of His sovereignty, as does the “going down
alive into Sheol.” In fact, it is a part of the background upon which trust and hope are established in the Lord's future actions.
Since God is the Creator of everything, He is
also the Lord over human life and history (Deuteronomy 10:17; 32:6). No person or nation is
self-created. The people of God, religious leaders, and nations draw their strength and energy
from the resources provided by Him, and they
receive their high status by Divine appointment.
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God not only holds the keys of human history,
but also He is in control of the dead in Sheol beneath. Like Moses’ contemporaries, the church
must recognize the futility of reliance on one’s
own power, for its confidence should be rooted in
God alone. Sheol is not to be confused with such
concepts as “abode” or “underworld,” which scholars try to associate with continuous existence of
the departed spirits. It is quite obvious that, in
the Torah, Sheol is equivalent to the place of the
dead and contains no allusion to one’s after-death
survival in the grave in any form.

*Adapted from the author's dissertation The Nature , Function, and Purpose of the Term Sheol in the Torah, Prophets,
and Writings: An Exegetical-Intertextual Study, Adventist
Theological Society Dissertation Series, Vol. 6 ( Berrien
Springs, MI : Adventist Theological Society Publications,
2005).
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Like Moses’ contemporaries,
the church must recognize
the futility of reliance on
one’s own power, for its
confidence should be rooted
in God alone.

While evaluating the seven references to Sheol, the
reader must remember
that the primary aim of
the term is not doctrinal,
but experiential (Genesis 32, 42, 44), instructional (Numbers 16),
and doxological (Deuteronomy 32). The author wants the reader to
understand the anguish
and love of Jacob toward
his son Joseph, which is
so deep that he is ready to die, and at the same
time by Korah’s tragic experience be warned of
the dangers of rebellion against God. As another
dimension of the given references, the author’s intention to inspire faithfulness in the hearts of his
people and later generations could be mentioned.
It is crucially important to have an understanding
of human responsibility before God and the farreaching consequences in the case of the eventual
termination of life, whether of the righteous or
the wicked.

Finally, although the seven references to Sheol in
the Torah do not provide a straightforward description of a final eschatological judgment, or
discuss the final fiery retribution of the wicked or
the reward of resurrection for the righteous from
their graves, some of them contain allusions to it
and function as a prototype of the last events, as,
for example, Numbers 16. All of these prophetic
developments will be discussed in other parts of
Hebrew Scripture and find their fulfillment in
later days.14
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Immortality
of the Soul or
Resurrection?

The Dilemma of the Bible and Jewish-Christian Traditions*
By Jacques Doukhan

T

he Bible clearly indicates that after death
there is nothing until the resurrection and
that immortality is exclusively an attribute
of God.
“The living know that they will die, but the dead
know nothing, and they have no more reward; but
the memory of them is lost. Their love and their
hate and their envy have already perished, and
they have no more forever any share in all that is
done under the sun… Whatever your hand finds
to do, do it with your might; for there is no work
or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to
which you are going” (Ecclesiastes 9:5-10).
“The dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any that
go down into silence” (Psalm 115:17). “The Lord
of lords… alone has immortality” (1 Timothy
6:15, 16).
Many theologians, both Jewish and Christian,
recognize this biblical fact.1 Rabbi Michel A. Weil
writes in his book Judaism: Its Dogmas and Its Mission: “Let us admit that it is an illusion to expect
to find in the Scriptures a direct, clear, or precise
enunciation of such immortality.”2
The Christian theologian R. de Pury is just as categorical: “The Bible, on which must be based our
preaching, has nowhere the smallest trace of a belief in the immortality of the soul.”3

How is it, then, that this idea came to exist in most
Bible-based religions? For the Jewish Encyclopedia
there is no doubt: “Belief in the immortality of
the soul came to the Jews after their contact with
Greek thought, particularly through Plato’s philosophy, its principal representative.”4
The Christian theologian André Lamorte echoes
this same opinion. Denying the biblical origin of this
doctrine, he calls the concept of the immortality of
the soul “a pagan idea and more exactly Platonian.”5
A new belief was thus added to the creed of many
religions. Do we find here simply the development
of an idea already grounded in the revealed Word?
Certainly not. Not only is the idea of immortality
of the soul foreign to the Bible, it is entirely incompatible with the biblical teaching on the resurrection. What, indeed, could it serve to believe in the
resurrection, if in any case the soul is immortal?
Oscar Cullmann, a Christian theologian, was right
to say, “Our answer to the question of immortality
of the soul or resurrection of the dead in the New
Testament, will be clear. This doctrine of the great
Socrates and the great Plato is incompatible with
the teaching of the New Testament.”6
We can understand that Josué Yehouda, initiator
of the movement for unity within Judaism, refuses to conceive of immortality separated from
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the resurrection: “When the idea of immortality
penetrated Judaism, it only meant the resurrection
of dead bodies from the dust at the last judgment.
Even this idea of resurrection did not separate the
soul from the body. That separation is, on the contrary, a classical belief in the Greco-Roman tradition and in that of the Hindus.”7
Tradition, then, has brought us to an impasse where
we must take a position. A compromise is not possible. Either one accepts the Bible and its faith in
the resurrection, or one recognizes the authority of
tradition and admits the thesis that claims immortality for the soul. A choice is necessary.
There are numerous examples of contradictions
between the Bible and tradition. Many contradictions exist even with the tradition. One rabbi
professes to believe that the dead are unconscious.8
Another believes in native immortality. And the
Talmud even records discussions on this subject
between doctors with diﬀering opinions.9
Likewise, Christian tradition engages in a sharp
controversy on the subject.10 A church leader like
Justin Martyr does not hesitate to say that any
Christian believing in the immortality of the soul
is guilty of heresy: “If then you encounter people
who call themselves Christians,” says he, “who
deny the resurrection of the dead and claim that at
death their souls are taken to heaven, do not consider them to be Christians.”11
“A house divided against itself cannot survive.” Let
each one decide, then, on his or her own.
*Excerpted from Drinking at the Sources, (Nampa,
ID: Pacific Press Publishing Association, 1981).
Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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the Supreme Being justifications, explanations, excuses. They found them
in the belief of the immortality of the soul. Is facit cui prodest …, as a maxim
of the legal profession puts it. That proves that survival after death is a necessity for the human heart, but it does not prove that it is true. … Let us
be careful not to mistake our wishes, our needs, for realities. Op. cit., pp.
110, 111.
5
“La Bible et le Problème de l’au-celà,” in Revue de Théologie et l’Action évangélique, p. 42.
6
Op. cit., p. 83. On this subject see also the thesis of Jean Zurcher, The
Nature and Destiny of Man, and that of R. Martin-Achard, De la morte à
la résurrection. The first author approaches the question by putting it on a
philosophical level. The second undertakes a study of the biblical conception and therefore addresses it on the exegetical, theological, and historical
levels.
The two methods reach the same conclusion: monistic anthropology such
as found in the Bible cannot be compromised with the dualism implied in
the idea of the immortality of the soul.
7
Op. cit., p. 32. In this connection the psychiatrist H. Baruk notes that the
movement of which Jéhouda avails himself is in harmony with the most
recent scientific data about personality; it unites the wisdom of the past
(the Bible) with that of the future (science). Among the scholars who have
given up the dualistic view, we must mention Dr. Alexis Carrel (in Man
the Unknown).
In fact, one can find in the Bible the modern conception of “psychosomatics.” The human being was considered as quite absolutely indivisible. Note
how the physical life inﬂuenced the psychic life, and vice versa (cf. Proverbs
3:7, 8; 4:20-22). Hence the importance accorded in the Bible to dietary
laws, bodily hygiene, and sanitation (cf. 1 Corinthians 3:16, 17; Leviticus
10:8-11; 11; etc.). The religion of the biblical man had to embrace all levels
of his being (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5:23; 2 Corinthians 7:1). It is the whole
human being who is involved in a relationship with God (cf. Ecclesiastes
12:15 in the Hebrew text, kol haadam = the whole man).
8
Jerusalem Talmud, Shebith 4 (p. 365).
9
Jerusalem Talmud, Berakoth 2 (p. 37).
10
It was not until 1513, under the inﬂuence of the Lateran Council, that the
dogma of natural immortality of the soul was finally proclaimed oﬃcially.
The new bull, however, provoked more than one strong reaction—that of
Luther being especially notable. The great Reformer relegated this dogma
to the list of “the monstrous fables which comprise the Roman dunghill”
(cf. Petavel-Ollif, Le problème de l’immortalité, II, p. 77, and RHPR 198,
p. 496 ﬀ.).
11
Dialogue with Trypho 80.3-4.
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When God
Is Silent
This article was originally published in Shabbat Shalom, January-March 1992.

By Adena Peters

O

utside the window, falling snow gently
covers the dark, frozen earth. Though
a fire burns cheerily in the fireplace, a
chill envelops the room. We sit silently, enduring
a moment of pain. Motionlessly we wait, but for
what? What words can soothe the torture of the
soul? No easy prescription eases the agony. The
suﬀering has lasted years for my friend. “If only
God would speak to me,” he says. “If only I could
feel His presence.”
If only God would speak to us all! If only we all
could feel His presence, especially in our deepest agony. How are we to respond when we don’t
hear or feel God?
What do we do when
God seems silent?

God, to observe carefully all His commandments
. . . the LORD your God will set you high above all
nations of the earth.” And there was also a warning if they would not obey: “But it shall come to
pass, if you do not obey the voice of the LORD
your God, to observe carefully all His commandments and His statutes . . . all these curses will
come upon you and overtake you” (Deuteronomy
28:1, 15 NKJV).
Those who obeyed would prosper; those who
disobeyed would be punished. How easy then to
obey God! Everything seemed so clear-cut.
Yet God’s plain dealing with Ancient
Israel did not result
in instant obedience.
Repeated transgression brought repeated punishment. God set up a system of rewards
for good and punishment for evil, and yet it
failed. Why? Because even His open demonstrations of power could not force people to love or
even obey Him.

Job longed for death to
swallow up the agony of living.

In ancient Israel, God
was an ever-present
reality. He was visible in the pillar of cloud. He
spoke from Mount Sinai. Questions were answered. Miracles performed. God promised them
every kind of blessing if they would obey Him:
“If you diligently obey the voice of the LORD your
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When God no longer spoke to Israel directly, He
sent the prophets to warn them. “‘Return, backsliding Israel,’ says the Lord, ‘and . . . I will not remain angry forever. Only acknowledge your iniquity, that you have transgressed against the Lord
your God’” ( Jeremiah 3:12, 13). But few listened,
and the sound of God’s voice grew fainter.
And today, are we much diﬀerent from the ancient Israelites? Would a burst of miracles foster
in us a lasting faith? Would shelter for the homeless, food for the hungry, and the banishment of
disease and crime produce a wholesale love for
God? Or would we love God only for His gifts
and exploit them to our own gain?
A classic case history is found in the story of Job,
a wealthy and religious man. Even God called
him perfect. And then tragedies: Job lost 7,000
sheep, 3,000 camels, 5,000 oxen, 500 donkeys, numerous servants, all his children, and ultimately
his health. What more could go wrong?

silent? Why is He hidden from me? Job’s laments
centered not around the loss of his family and his
possessions but focused instead on the betrayal and
rejection Job felt from God. Job didn’t want pity
and words of counsel from his friends. He wanted
a personal appointment with his Maker.
God eventually granted him that appointment. But
the Lord did not give an explanation of events or
congratulations for Job’s steadfastness. Instead, God
turned the tables on Job, saying, “Prepare yourself
like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer
Me” ( Job 40:7). Then He embarked on a seemingly
irrelevant verbal tour of the wonders of the natural
world. But the bottom line question was “Are you as
smart as God? If you cannot understand the wonders of the created world, how can you understand
My working in the moral realm?”
God never answered Job’s questions, yet the eﬀect
was stunning. God didn’t try to explain everything
to Job. He revealed Himself. And it was enough.
Job was overwhelmed,
and all traces of disappointment in God evaporated.

When things go wrong
or tragedy strikes, we are
tempted to doubt God’s care.

Plenty. His wife urged
him to curse God and die.
His friends called upon
him to repent for the terrible sin that brought on
such punishment. Yet
Job maintained his constancy before God. He
cried out, “Oh, that my grief were fully weighed,
and my calamity laid with it in the balances! For
then it would be heavier than the sand of the sea”
( Job 6:3).
Job longed for death to swallow up the agony of
living. To Job, God had dealt him tragedy and then
hidden Himself. Job accused God, saying,“He will
not allow me to catch my breath, but fills me with
bitterness. If it is a matter of strength, indeed He
is strong; and if of justice, who will appoint my
day in court?… For He is not a man, as I am, that
I may answer Him, and that we should go to court
together. Nor is there any mediator between us,
who may lay his hand on us both… Then I would
speak and not fear Him, but it is not so with me”
( Job 9:18-35).
While we know what was happening behind the
scenes, Job didn’t. Questions filled Job’s days and
nights: Why has all this happened? Why is God

The book of Job is not
just an eloquent book
on suﬀering. A greater theme expressed itself—the
theme of faith. Behind the scenes it was revealed
that Satan challenged God regarding whether Job
was “conditioned” to serve Him. Who wouldn’t
serve a God who provided all needs and wants? But
God allowed calamity to prove man’s freedom of
choice. What would Job do? Would Job trust God
regardless of circumstances?

Another biblical person with a similar experience
was Jeremiah. In Lamentations he cries out against
God: “Surely He has turned His hand against
me time and time again throughout the day. He
has aged my ﬂesh and my skin, and broken my
bones… He has set me in dark places… He has
hedged me in so that I cannot get out; He has
made my chain heavy. Even when I cry and shout,
He shuts out my prayer… He has filled me with
bitterness” (Lamentations 3:3-15). But even after
confessing all this, Jeremiah remembers something that gives him hope. With faith that looks
beyond present realities, he cries, “Through the
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Lord’s mercies we are not consumed, because His
compassions fail not. They are new every morning; Great is Your faithfulness” (verses 22, 23).
When things go wrong or tragedy strikes, we are
tempted to doubt God’s care. Some people will
smile and blithely tell us, “Just have more faith
in God. Everything will work out fine.” Yet their
words leave only a deeper hollow. Questions lurk
in your mind: “There must be something wrong
with me—do I have enough faith?”
We use the word “faith” to
describe believing in the
impossible. David, a mere
boy, fought a giant and succeeded. Gideon and his pitiful band of men faced the
vast armies of the Midianites. The army of the Israelites marched around
Jericho until the walls fell down. All of these are
examples of this type of faith.

seas of turmoil and discouragement. This faith
hangs on at any cost.
Throughout our lives we are likely to experience
both kinds of faith. At times when our prayers
are obviously answered, we feel a special closeness to God and experience His blessings. Other
times when nothing seems to work, we feel shut
out from God. It is then that we need this deeper
kind of faith that trusts beyond sight and regardless of circumstances. As Rabbi Abraham Heschel has said, “Faith like Job’s cannot be shaken
because it is the result of
having been shaken.” It is
often in the times of shaking, stretching, and growing that we gain the most.
It’s the faith that we need
when God seems silent.

While we know what was
happening behind the
scenes, Job didn’t.

But Job and others show us another kind—the
faith that hangs on even when the miracles do not
come, when the fog has rolled in and God seems
to have abandoned us. We hear this in Job’s cry:
“Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him” ( Job
13:15). This kind of faith will bring us through

When tragedy strikes, we shouldn’t ask, “Why,
God, did this happen to me?” Sometimes, like
Job, we don’t get an answer. Instead, we should
ask, “God, now that it has happened, will You give
me the faith to trust in You anyway?”


God Speaks

One verse declares that God was revealed in a great tumult;
another declares that God was revealed in“the voice of a thin
silence” (1 Kings 19: 12). When God speaks, all Nature is
silent. Zebahim, 115
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To Live, to Die,
and Then?
This article was originally published in Shabbat Shalom Vol. 44 (2): 1997.

By Jacques Doukhan
Real Life
o really live is to engage all the dimensions
of being into life. Such a holistic concept
of life is biblical. Man and woman, their
whole beings, were created by God.

T

This implies that their being, permeated by the
breath of God, cannot be fragmented. The story
of Creation specifies: “The LORD God formed the
man from the dust of the ground and breathed
into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man
became a living being” (Genesis 2:7).1 Both the
breath of life and the dust are components of the
human being. To be deprived of either of these
components, man would not be a living being.
Man is either whole or he is not.
Everything for the Hebrew is vital: the body, the
soul, ethical behavior, the relationship with the
neighbor, and the relationship with God. Nothing is of lesser value. Everything plays its role in
the making of the human person. In the Bible, a
human being is an unfragmented whole. Nothing
can be discarded as less important, and everything

is related. Thus, the ethical behavior of a person
is directly related to his or her spiritual condition
(Proverbs 3:3, 4). Even the exercise of the intellect can be beneficial to the health and beauty of
the body. “My son, preserve sound judgment and
discernment, do not let them out of your sight;
they will be life for you, an ornament to grace
your neck” (Proverbs 3:21, 22).
On the other hand, evil and sin have the opposite
eﬀect on the body: “My strength fails because of
my iniquity, and my bones waste away” (Psalm
31:10, NKJV). The wisdom of the Bible has been
confirmed by the recent discoveries of psychosomatic medicine. It is no longer a novelty to speak
of the relationship between the physical and the
mental. There are numerous examples of physical
illnesses derived from psychological causes.
The perfect being would consequently excel in
the integration of all his faculties, be they physical, mental, or social. But the ideal of the Bible
is not a Nietzschean hero, nor the formation of
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a Spartan elite, as supported by Auguste Comte,
Alexis Carrel, and the racist philosophies.

ancient rabbis used to say: “Justice is impossible
for the ignoramus.”2

Highly intelligent or athletic persons do not attain the biblical ideal until they have reached the
equivalent proficiency in ethical and religious matters. In fact, the biblical definition of intelligence
has nothing to do with I.Q. “The fear of God is
the beginning of wisdom” (Psalm 111:10; Proverbs 9:10). “The fear of the Lord is the beginning
of knowledge” (Proverbs 1:7).

Today, more than ever, people need to be reminded of the strong unity of their being. Under the
inﬂuence of Greek philosophy, particularly that of
Plato, the Judeo-Christian religions and the modern philosophers have adopted and reinforced the
dissociation of the body and the soul. This resulted in the denial of the body and the health laws at
the expense of what was believed to be the soul.
Too many prejudices and stereotypes clutter the
mind and fragment the being.

To the psychosomatic definition of a human being, the Bible adds yet another dimension: the law
of God, the fear of God, the sacred. “The fear of
the Lord is a fountain of life” (Proverbs 14:27).
And the commandments of God bring peace (shalom) and health to the person (Psalm 119:165).
The Bible develops a whole
new concept unknown to Antiquity—that of holiness. All
the laws of health and cleanliness are based on that concept
and are performed only in reference to God (Exodus 22:31;
Leviticus 11:43-45; 20:25, 26).
It is similar with the laws governing the relationships between neighbors. “Love your
neighbor as yourself: I am the
Lord” (Leviticus 19:18). “You
are to have the same law for
the alien and the native-born.
I am the Lord your God” (Leviticus 24:22). Everything has
a religious purpose, from the
development of physical and mental faculties, to
the commandment to love one’s neighbor, to ethical behavior. “Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man” (Ecclesiastes 12:13).

We think that the intellectual should be a nerd,
unable to develop social skills. He should be skinny, clumsy, and unadapted. On the other hand, the
athlete should display an open disinterest in matters of the intellect; he leaves
that to his skinny manager. To
top it all, the believer should
in no case display too much
interest in life, be too athletic,
or too intelligent, for this will
only make it harder to give it
all up for God. He believes that
thinking too much is dangerous, especially along the lines
of modern trends of thoughts,
which are all nihilistic anyway.
Philosophy is understood by
the believer as Satan’s tool to
uproot faith. The Bible shows
us that life encompasses all
the dimensions of the human
being. Real life postulates the
harmonious development of
all faculties—physical, mental, and spiritual. True
life is the awareness of the totality of one’s being.
Real life is to be all one can be.

Everything has a religious purpose, from
the development of
physical and mental
faculties, to the commandment to love
one’s neighbor, to
ethical behavior.

Religion permeates the life of the Hebrew. It is
the common denominator which unites all the
aspects of a person’s life. Holiness applies to the
whole person—both body and soul. For the Hebrew, it is impossible to be morally sound without being also physically, mentally, and spiritually sound. Therefore a stupid and unlearned man
cannot in the biblical sense be truly moral. As the

Real Death
The reality of life becomes all the more acute when
faced with the reality of death. The human being
is a whole. That which was true on the level of existence is also true in the face of death. All aspects
of life are yielded to the angel of death. The body,
the soul, the intellect—all of them dies.
The destiny of humans is linked to their essence.
What they become depends on what they are. BeSHABBAT SHALOM 25

death3.indd 25

6/9/09 6:52:20 PM

cause humans are dust, they shall return to dust
(Genesis 3:19).
The biblical story of our origins is clear on this
matter. Life depends on God. In turning away
from God, humans threaten their own existence.
“For when you eat of it you will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In disobeying, man and woman tear
themselves from the tree of life, and death becomes their destiny (Genesis 3:23, 24). Whether
or not the story is metaphorical is not the issue.
The intention of the author is to teach us that
human beings depend on an external Source of
life. If they cut themselves oﬀ from that Source,
they die. Man and woman disobeyed and consequently became mortals. Indeed, to disobey God
is an act that denies God of His sovereignty as
the Creator, and thus aﬀects the totality of our
existence. The Bible parallels disobedience with
sin. And sin is the origin of death: “As heat and
drought snatch away the melted snow, so the
grave snatches away those who have sinned” ( Job
24:19). “Everyone will die for his own sin” ( Jeremiah 31:30). “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4).
For the Bible, sin is the determining agent in
the process of death which devours humankind.
Death is not a punishment concocted by God a
posteriori to the sin. Death is sin. The sinful act
carries within itself the formula of death. Sin,
immorality, evil, and disobedience to the commandments of God, as implied by biblical anthropology, have a destructive
eﬀect on the body and on the
whole being. Because of the
wholeness of the human being, corruption of mind leads
to corruption of body. Death
is total. Its state is described
by the Bible as silence and
nothingness. The author of
Ecclesiastes makes the same
distinction between life and death: “For the living
know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no further reward, and even the
memory of them is forgotten. Their love, their
hate and their jealousy have long since vanished;
never again will they have a part in anything that
happens under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 9:5-6). Later, the sage concludes: “Whatever your hand finds

to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave,
where you are going, there is neither working nor
planning nor knowledge nor wisdom” (Ecclesiastes 9:10). Likewise, the Psalms, that most popular book of funeral services, declares: “It is not the
dead who praise the Lord, those who go down
to silence” (Psalm 115:17). “No one remembers
you when he is dead. Who praises you from the
grave?” (Psalm 6:5).
We understand now why the Bible was so serious about condemning the various necromantic
practices, the cult of the dead in pagan Antiquity
(Psalm 106:28, 37; Deuteronomy 18:9-14; Leviticus 19:31). For the prophet Isaiah, consulting
the dead is the climax of absurdity: “When men
tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who
whisper and mutter, should not a people inquire
of their God? Why consult the dead on behalf of
the living?” (Isaiah 8:19).
But great is the temptation to ignore this emptiness,
to make believe that death does not exist, to turn
it into illusion. The majority of humankind does
not accept the reality of death. The perspective of
oblivion is too terrifying—hence the popularity of
the idea of immortality of the soul. From prehistory to our time, from the most mystical religion to
the most rational philosophy, this belief is attested
to and appears in the most unexpected forms.
In Judeo-Christian circles, this concept filtered in
with Hellenistic trends of thought. The soul was
defined as an entity independent from the body; upon
physiological death, the
spirit would be allowed to go
back to the world of spirits
and angels. As related in the
Jewish Encyclopedia, “the Jewish belief in the immortality
of the soul was actually borrowed from Greek thought,
especially from Plato, its principal representative.”3

Death is not a
punishment concocted
by God a posteriori to
the sin. Death is sin.

In Oriental philosophies, the soul is considered a
part of the totality of the Universe. It survives the
human body to reappear in another animal or human body through the process of transmigration.
On the periphery of religious circles, the occult
has also contributed to the dissemination of this
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concept. At the moment of death, it is believed
that the human soul retires, wrapped in its envelope, an individual spark in the cosmic ﬂuid; thus,
with the assistance of mediums, it is possible to
communicate with the deceased, who come back
momentarily as pale shadows of what they used to
be. The experience can be disappointing and often
leads to depression. The seduction of the occult
is especially strong in our times. Since the nineteenth century, the popularity of the occult has
grown and has spread around the civilized world.
Outside of religious debate, materialist philosophies have also ﬂirted with the idea of the immortality of the soul. While discarding the concept of an actual immortal soul, the materialists
nevertheless retain the idea of immortality and
believe that the soul will join the Infinite upon
the death of the body.
Whether it be dualistic or materialistic, the conclusion is always the immortality of humanity. In
the dualistic approach, the body and the soul are
split up to ensure that at least one would survive
the other. In the materialistic approach, the substances all being related, it becomes a must to immortalize substance. Thus
humankind struggles with
the concept of immortality. It is extremely improper
today to speak of an austere
death which rots both the
bones and the soul.

place of God. This presumption echoes that of
the civilization of Babel.
Immortality has been the temptation for humankind from the start. “The serpent said to the
woman, ‘You will not surely die…you will be like
God’” (Genesis 3:4, 5, NKJV). And man and
woman were seduced. Humans, in their pride,
decided to last forever—to become God. For the
one implies the other. To declare humanity immortal is to simultaneously reject God, take His
place, and give human beings the status of sinlessness. This is triple blasphemy! First, immortality
is the prerogative of God (Deuteronomy 32:40;
Psalm 90:2). Second, humanity was created mortal, biologically dependent on God. And third, by
cutting themselves oﬀ from God, humans found
themselves in the hands of death. And beyond
death, there is nothing.
Real Awakening
The only solution to our condition, according to
the Bible, is resurrection. Not only is the notion
of immortality of the soul unknown to the Bible,
but it contradicts the biblical message of resurrection. Why believe in resurrection if the soul is
immortal?

To declare humanity
immortal is to simultaneously reject
God, take His place,
and give human
beings the status of
sinlessness.

This obsession with immortality plunges its roots
into our anguish. Although
our civilization lives in the
shadow of total extinction,
it is not just a barren earth
we fear, but a barren sky.
Because “God is dead,” humans elevate themselves,
their universe, their culture,
their church, their political party, to the level of
Eternity. The immortal-soul concept, stemming
from primordial times, is the denial of God’s existence. Instead of depending on God, a man prefers to take his destiny into his own hands and
creates the concept of his own immortality. But
in declaring himself immortal, that man takes the

Christian theologian Oscar
Cullmann was right in his
declaration: “Our answer to
the question of immortality
of the soul or resurrection of
the dead in the New Testament is clear. This doctrine
of the great Socrates and of
the great Plato, is incompatible with the teaching of the
New Testament.”4

Joshua Yehudah, initiator of
the movement Unity in Judaism, refuses to understand
immortality without resurrection: “When the notion of immortality penetrated Judaism, it only meant the resurrection of
dead bodies from the dust, at the Last Judgment.
Even this idea of resurrection did not separate
the soul from the body. That separation is, on the
contrary, a classical belief in the Greco-Roman
and Hindu traditions.”5
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The notion of resurrection is not a later idea,
concocted for the needs of an oppressed people
in exile. It has been demonstrated, on the basis
of compared Semitic literature and philology,
that very ancient biblical texts, particularly in the
Psalms, attest to the belief in resurrection. We
have strong reasons to believe that the words “life”
and “waking” refer to eternal life and resurrection
(e.g., Psalm 16:10, 11; 17:15).
The idea of resurrection is a very old one in the
Bible and can be found among some of the most
ancient biblical texts. The song of Moses, for example, one of the oldest texts of the Bible, testifies
already to the belief in a resurrection. “I put to
death and I bring to life, I have wounded and I
will heal” (Deuteronomy 32:39). The word “life”
should be understood as “relive,” an allusion to
resurrection. The parallelism between the two
phrases renders this very well. First, the words
“to bring to life” are situated chronologically after “I put to death”; similarly, the healing follows
the wounding. Just as the wound disappears
through the healing, likewise death shall disappear through the new life. The biblical idea of
resurrection is not just beautiful words of poetry,
but an event that occurs in real life. The resurrection of the son of the Shunammite (2 Kings
4:17-37) shows that such a miracle is not impossible. The tenacity of the mother’s faith confirms
this; she does not let the prophet go until her son
is brought back to life again. The experience of
resurrection is neither strange nor inconceivable
for the Israelite; on the contrary, occurrences of
it are disseminated throughout the biblical pages.
The world, the universe, and the people have already experienced this miracle. They were raised
up from nothingness. Israel has gone through this
experience. It was brought out of death and slavery to life and freedom from Egypt to Canaan.

rected one is not somebody else; it is the same
person that first went to sleep.
The Bible does not give us the formula of resurrection and does not go into the details of its
mechanism. One thing is certain—we shall be
there in ourselves. “I know that my Redeemer
lives, and that in the end he will stand upon the
earth. And after my skin has been destroyed, yet
in my ﬂesh I will see God; I myself will see him
with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my
heart yearns within me!” ( Job 19:25-27). It is the
totality of our being that shall be resurrected:
body and soul, heart and mind.
But resurrection is more than a mere return to
life and to how things were before death—a return to our former wretched condition. From the
shiver of our skin to the depth of our bones, from
the heart to the blood, from the power of the
lungs to the strength of our muscles, from intelligence to the senses, we shall again rise up to life,
our potential finally released, our body and soul
at last free.
For the life we now live is but the shadow of the
true life we were created to live—a reality we can
only dream of and hope for.
All biblical quotations are taken from the New International Version (NIV) unless otherwise noted.
2
Emmanuel Levinas, Difficile liberté (1976), p. 13. (Translation by the author.)
3
Gershom Sholem, “Soul, Immortality of ” Encyclopedia Judaica (New York, 1971), p. 176.
4
O. Cullmann, Immortalité de l’âme ou résurrection des morts?
(Paris, 1956), p. 83. (Translation by the author.)
5
Joshua Yehudah, Le monothéisme doctrine de l’unité (Geneva, 1952), p. 32. (Translation by the author.)
1

So what is to guarantee that I shall be resurrected? Will it be myself and not some diminished
version of my being? The Bible gives an answer
to this question by comparing death to sleep and
resurrection to waking up. “Many of those who
sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake” (Daniel 12:2, NKJV). The imagery not only describes
the unconscious state of death, but also reassures
us that our identity will be recovered. The resur-
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Should We Observe the Festivals?

“Should we observe the Festivals?” Nowadays this question is hotly debated among
some Seventh-day Adventists who are eager to keep all the laws of God as well as
among other Christians who wish to recover their Jewish roots. To that question,
Dr. Doukhan gives a direct and clear although not an easy answer. This pamphlet
not only addresses some confusion surrounding the Christian practice of the
festivals but also clarifies the significance of their relationship with the Sabbath and
the New Moon. Furthermore, this study will relieve the tensions generated by the
theological discussion and inspire instead lessons of Joy, Hope, and Peace.
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Facing Death as a Jew
By Rabbi Eric J. Siroka

I

n his insightful essay on death in Jewish tradition, psychologist Henry Abramovitch reminds us that “Everything undertaken prior to
the funeral is done to honor the deceased while
almost everything performed after burial is done for
the sake of the mourners” (emphasis added).* Even
in the aftermath of the death of a loved one, Judaism aims to provide comfort and meaning to
the living. In this light, we as individual Jews, as
well as a Jewish community, are encouraged to
understand the system that has developed over
the centuries to give us a methodical, logical, and
hopeful way of mourning our losses when they
occur. So too do we come to understand that
much of the biblical and traditional references to
death, the afterlife, and immortality of the soul
are clearly metaphoric. As human beings, we are
limited in our ability to know “what lies beyond
the grave,” and what we consider regarding death
and the hereafter are meant, of course, to aid us in
managing this sensitive, emotional, and perplexing topic.
Therefore we seek to use the
many opportunities of sacred
memorial to transform our
sadness and adversity into the
enduring strength that sustains and enriches us during
our precious lifetime. These rites include sitting shiva (the more intense seven-day period of
mourning immediately following the burial of a
loved one, defined specifically in Jewish tradition
as one’s parent, sibling, child or spouse); observing
yahrzeit (the yearly anniversary of the death); and
attending yizkor (memorial) services, which are
customarily part of the observance of key holidays
through the year.

not only comforting the dying and supporting
the bereaved at moments of loss and memorial.
Overcoming such diﬃculty leads to the truly empowering prospect of personal growth for all involved. This is the reason that Judaism has placed
great emphasis on memorial rituals—not that we
can aﬀect the status of our loved ones now deceased, but rather that we can shape our perspective on the sanctity of life. From saying kaddish (a
doxology of praise that is recited in memory of
the deceased) to visiting cemeteries to dedicating
memorial plaques at Temple, these actions and
more elevate our understanding of the preciousness of life.
Many of us have learned the adage “the best revenge is to live well” (or something similar). The
ancient rabbis teach the same idea much more
powerfully: In Mishna Avot 2:9 we read “repent
one day before your death.” Because no person
knows when that time will be,
each of us ought to view each
day as if it were possibly our
last. We read also in Mishkan
T’fila, the current prayer book
of the Reform movement in
Judaism: “We do best homage
to our dead when we live our
lives more fully, even in the shadow of our loss.
For each of our lives is worth the life of the whole
world.” In this way we are challenged to create
lives of meaning in which we strive to fulfill the
blessing of being created b’tzelem elohim—fashioned in the image of God.

We do best homage to
our dead when we live
our lives more fully.

Of course, there are profound possibilities for
spiritual renewal provided by these episodes—

*Henry Abramovitch, “Death,” in Arthur A. Cohen and
Paul Mendes-Flohr, eds., Contemporary Jewish Religious
Thought: Original Essays on Critical Concepts, Movements,
and Beliefs (New York: The Free Press, 1987).
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Death Was Not in the Plan
Or

The “Good” of Creation
By Jacques Doukhan

T

he question of the origin of death is interpreted diﬀerently depending on whether
one holds to the “scientific” theory of evolution or to the biblical story of creation. While
evolution teaches that death is a natural and necessary process in the hard struggle for life, the
Bible tells us on the contrary that death was not
a part of the original plan. To support this point,
the biblical stories of creation insist that the Divine work of creation is at each stage of its progress unambiguously characterized as tov “good”
(Genesis 1:4, 10, 18, 21, 25) and at the end of the
last step as tov me’od “very good” (Genesis 1:31).

Unlike the Egyptian stories of creation, which
emphasize that God created only for His own
good and for His own pleasure and that His
progeny was only accidental, the Bible insists that
the work of creation was deliberately intended
for the benefit of that creation and essentially
designed for the “good” of humans (Psalm 8). Indeed, the two parallel texts of creation in Genesis
1 and 2 teach that perfect peace reigned initially.
In both texts, humanity’s relationship to nature
is described in the positive terms of ruling and

responsibility. In Genesis 1:26, 28, the verb rdh
(to have dominion), which is used to express the
human relationship to animals, is a term which
belongs to the language of the suzerain-vassal
covenant and of royal dominion without any connotation of abuse or cruelty. In the parallel text
of Genesis 2, humanity’s relationship to nature is
also described in the positive terms of covenant.
The man gives names to the animals and thereby
not only indicates the establishment of a covenant between him and them, but also declares his
lordship over them. That death and suﬀering are
not part of this relationship is clearly suggested
in Genesis 1 by the fact that this dominion is immediately associated with the food which is designated to both humanity and animal—it is just
the product of plants (Genesis 1:28-30). In Genesis 2 the same harmony is pictured in the fact
that animals are designed to provide companionship for human beings (Genesis 2:18).
Humanity’s relationship to God has not suﬀered,
at this point in the story, from any disturbance.
The perfection of this relationship is indicated in
Genesis 1 by mentioning that man was created
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“in the image of God” (Genesis 1:26-27), and in
Genesis 2 by mentioning that God was personally involved in creating man and breathed into
him a breath of life (Genesis 2:7). Likewise, the
relationship between man and woman is blameless. The perfection of the conjugal unity is indicated by mentioning in Genesis 1 that they were
created “male and female” (Genesis 1:27), and in
Genesis 2 through Adam’s statement about his
wife being “ﬂesh of my ﬂesh, bones of my bones”
(Genesis 2:23). The whole creation is described
as perfect. Unlike the ancient Egyptian tradition
of origins, which implies the presence of evil already at the stage of creation, the Bible makes no
room for evil in the original creation.
Significantly, at the end of the work, the very
idea of perfection is expressed through the word
wayyekal (Genesis 2:1-2), qualifying the whole
creation. This Hebrew word, which is generally translated “finished” (NKJV) or “completed”
(NIV), conveys more than the mere chronological idea of end. It also implies the quantitative
idea that nothing is missing and there is nothing
to add, again confirming that death and all evil
was totally absent in the picture.
On the other hand, the biblical text does not allow for the speculation of a pre-creation in which
death and destruction would have been involved.
It clearly indicates that the “heavens and earth”
which are mentioned in Genesis 2:4a at the conclusion of the creation story, are the same as in
Genesis 1:1, the introduction of the creation story. The echoes between the two framing phrases
are significant.
Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth.”
Genesis 2:4: “This is the history of the heavens
and earth when they were created.”
The fact that the same verb bara’ (created) is used
to designate the act of creation and the same object (heavens and earth) is referred to suggests that
the conclusion points to the same act of creation
as the introduction. The event of creation found
in Genesis 1:1-2:4a is then told as a complete
event which does not complement a pre-work in

a far past (gap theory) nor is to be complemented
in a post-work of the future (evolution).
Thus the biblical view of death is essentially
diﬀerent from the one proposed by evolution.
While belief in evolution implies that death is
inextricably intertwined with life and therefore
has to be accepted and eventually managed, the
biblical teaching of creation implies that death
is an absurd accident to be feared and rejected.
Evolution teaches an intellectual submission. The
Bible utters an existential shout of revolt and sigh
of yearning ( Job 10:18-22; 31:35-36; Romans
8:22). For the biblical authors, death is a contradiction to the Creator God who is pure life. Holiness, which is the fullness of life, is incompatible
with death. Any person who had been in contact
with death would become unclean for seven days
and for that period of time be cut oﬀ from the
sanctuary and the people of Israel (Numbers
19:11-13). Priests who were consecrated to God
were even forbidden to come near a dead person;
they were prohibited from entering a graveyard
or attending a funeral, except for a close relative
(Numbers 21:1-2; Ezekiel 44:25).
No wonder then that the biblical prophets have
understood hope only as a deliverance from this
world, and salvation as a total recreation of a new
order where human beings and nature will be reconciled again and death will be no more (Isaiah
11:6-9; 65:17; 66:22; Revelation 21:1-4). As Irving Greenberg points out: “In the end, therefore,
death must be overcome, ‘God will destroy death
for ever. My Lord will wipe the tears away from
every face’ (Isaiah 25:8). In fact, since God is all
good and all life, ideally there should have been no
death in God’s creation in the first place.”* This
hope of the future redemption of humankind in a
world without death confirms that death was not
a part of God’s original plan. Death had indeed
nothing to do with life.
Irving Greenberg, The Jewish Way (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1988), 183.
*
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Of Samaritans, Sadducees
and Plato*
By David Brickner

T

he main liturgical prayer of Jewish worship is known as the Amidah and is recited
every day in the synagogue. That prayer
declares: “Your loving-kindness sustains the living, your great mercies give life to the dead.”
The “Thirteen Principles of Faith” articulated by
the famous Rabbi Moses Maimonides states,
“I believe with perfect faith that the dead will be
brought back to life when God wills it to happen.”
These beliefs were not relegated to some fringe
group of Jewish practitioners. They were close
to the heart of a significant sector of the Jewish
people. In fact, the “pro-Resurrection view” won
out after a great deal of conﬂict and debate during the formative period of rabbinic Judaism. The
Sadducees and the Samaritans argued against a
belief in the resurrection primarily because they
insisted it was not a doctrine taught in the Law of
Moses. Sound familiar?
The Pharisees, who became the forbearers of rabbinic Judaism, argued successfully that the resurrection was indeed taught in the Torah. In the
Talmud it is recorded,“Rabbi Meir asked,‘whence
is the Resurrection derived from the Torah?’ As it
is said, ‘Then will Moses and the children of Israel
sing this song unto the Lord.’ It is not said ‘sang’
but will sing; hence the Resurrection is deducible
from the Torah” (Sanhedrin 90b).
The Pharisees won their point and Judaism embraced the doctrine of Resurrection for nearly
2000 years. But now it seems the views of those
Sadducees and Samaritans have made a comeback. In the nineteenth century the leaders of Reform Judaism actually changed the Amidah to give

praise to God “Who has planted immortal life
within us.” The leaders insisted on what has now
become known as “the Pittsburgh platform,” that
the soul of man is immortal, saying, “[we] reject as
ideas not rooted in Judaism the belief . . . in bodily
resurrection.”
Ironically, the idea of the immortality of the soul
but not the body comes from Greek Platonic
thought, not from the Bible.
Whether it’s a matter of anti-supernaturalism
or whether it’s merely fuzzy thinking, the views
of Plato, the Samaritans and the Sadducees are
predominant today. Even among some Christians
confusion has crept in on this point. Many vaguely imagine the afterlife as a place where disembodied spirits reside. Perhaps that’s to shake loose
the almost comical popular depiction wherein
the departed somehow sprout angel wings and go
ﬂitting among the clouds, playing harps and looking as though this will occupy them quite happily
for an eternity. Neither image is in keeping with
Scripture.
The Bible confidently aﬃrms bodily resurrection
from the dead whereby we’ll be radically changed,
yet somehow still be ourselves. We know we’ll be
praising God, but we also know that “eye hath not
seen, ear hath not heard” the wonders that await
us in those resurrection bodies. The Bible oﬀers
unbounded hope for this life and the life to come.
*Excerpted from Jews for Jesus, Vol. 8:5769, April 2009.
Copyright Jews for Jesus, San Francisco, CA. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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Understanding the
Afterlife in This Life
Bernie Kastner, Ph.D.
Devora Publishing:
Jerusalem, 2007
217 pp., $21.95
Understanding the Afterlife
in This Life oﬀers a unique
perspective on the Jewish
understanding of the afterlife. Dr. Kastner shares
with the reader his beliefs
about the afterlife, neardeath experiences, and reincarnation. This book
is valuable reading for those who are seeking to
understand the spectrum of Jewish thought on
the subject.
Jewish Ritual, Reality, and
Response at the End of
Life: A Guide to Caring
for Jewish Patients and
Their Families
Rabbi Mark A. Popovsky
Duke University
Institute on Care at the
End of Life: Durham,
2007
47 pp., $18.00
Prepared by Rabbi Popovsky, Jewish Ritual, Reality, and Response at the
End of Life provides an overview of American
Jewish beliefs and their perspectives on illness,
death, and mourning. It also details traditional
practices for a death and funerals, as well as the
mourning process. This guide is invaluable for
chaplains and health care workers who are seeking to serve the needs of Jewish patients and their
families at the end of life.

Questioning Death:
A True Story of Loss,
Wonder and Liberating
Answers
G. G. Albert
Xulon Press, Distributed
by Review and Herald
Press, 2006
193 pp., $13.99
Questioning Death is both
a memoir and a survey of
the biblical view of death.
Struggling with the loss of
his brother, G. G. Albert seeks comfort in the pages of Scripture and discovers what it says about
life after death, the resurrection, and the glorious
future that God has in store for humanity.

Back Cover Translation

“You shall surely die.”
Genesis 2:17 NKJV
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